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Preface

The leadership of the Arabian Gulf nation of Qatar sees education as the
key to Qatar’s economic and social progress. Long concerned that the
country’s education system was not producing high-quality outcomes
and was rigid, outdated, and resistant to reform, the highly committed
Qatari leadership approached the RAND Corporation in 2001, asking
it to examine the kindergarten through grade 12 (K-12) education
system in Qatar and to recommend options for building a world-class
system consistent with other Qatari initiatives for social and political
change, such as wider opportunities for women. After accepting a spe-
cific system-wide reform option, the leadership then asked RAND to
further develop the option and support its implementation. This work,
which proceeded for four years, provided RAND with the unique and
exciting opportunity not only to observe a major reform undertaking
from the ground level, but to participate in the process as well.

To make this work accessible to a wide audience, three related
documents have been prepared:

* A monograph: Education for a New Era: Design and Implementa-
tion of K—12 Education Reform in Qatar. This document is avail-
able in English as RAND MG-548-QATAR.

e An executive summary: Education for a New Era, Execu-
tive Summary: Design and Implementation of K—12 Education
Reform in Qatar. This document provides both an English and
an Arabic version under one cover; it is available as RAND

MG-548/1-QATAR.
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* A research brief: A New System for K—12 Education in Qatar. This
document is available in English as RAND RB-9248-QATAR
and in Arabic as RAND RB-9248/1-QATAR.

All three of these documents are available in full-text versions on the
RAND Web site: www.rand.org.

The monograph analytically describes, based on RAND’s experi-
ences in this effort, the first phase of Qatar’s K-12 school reform ini-
tiative, called Education for a New Era. It follows the initiative from
its inception in 2001 to the opening of the first generation of the new,
Independent schools in Fall 2004; it also provides a brief update on
developments after that date. However, this description cannot do jus-
tice to all the contributions of the many Qataris, Qatari organizations,
and international consultants and contractors that took part in this
very ambitious reform effort. In consequence, this document distills
and summarizes the experiences of all these participants, with topics
chosen primarily for a policy audience.

The material should be of particular interest to education policy-
makers, researchers, and scholars whose focus is on education policy
and reform, system design, curriculum development, assessment, and
implementation. It should also be of interest to those concerned with
education, human capital, and social development in the Middle East.
Again, it should be noted that it was not possible to convey all that
occurred in the reform effort, nor to do full justice to all participants’
efforts.

More detailed information about the reform can be found at
Qatar’s Supreme Education Council Web site: http://www.education.
gov.qa (Arabic version, with a link to the English version). Further
information about the RAND project supporting the reform initiative
can be found at www.rand.org/education.

The RAND-Qatar Policy Institute (RQPI) is a partnership of the
RAND Corporation and the Qatar Foundation for Education, Sci-
ence, and Community Development. The aim of RQPI is to offer the
RAND style of rigorous and objective analysis to clients in the greater
Middle East. In serving clients in the Middle East, RQPI draws on
the full professional resources of the RAND Corporation. For further
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information on RQPI, contact the director, Dr. Richard Darilek. He
can be reached by email at redar@rand.org; by telephone at +974-492-
7400; or by mail at P.O. Box 23644, Doha, Qatar.

The work reported here was carried out by RAND Education,
a unit within the RAND Corporation, and was funded by the State
of Qatar. For more information about this monograph, contact Dr.
Charles A. Goldman, Associate Director, RAND Education. He can
be reached by email at charlesg@rand.org; by telephone at +1-310-393-
0411, extension 6748; or by mail at RAND Corporation, 1776 Main
Street, Santa Monica, California 90401, USA.
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Executive Summary

The leadership of the Arabian Gulf nation of Qatar, like that of many
other countries, views education as the key to future economic, politi-
cal, and social progress. In 2001, Qatar’s leaders sensed that system-wide
school reform was needed to position Qatar for the future. Innovations
to reform the public school system had been tried in the past, and
some had been successful on a small scale. However, the leadership
thought that the nation’s school system was not producing high-quality
outcomes for Qatari students in terms of academic achievement, col-
lege attendance, and success in the labor market. The leadership also
wanted to make changes in the education system that were consis-
tent with other initiatives for social and political change, such as the
move toward increasing democratic rule and wider opportunities for
women.

In Summer 2001, the State of Qatar’s leadership asked the RAND
Corporation to examine the K-12 (kindergarten through grade 12)
school system in Qatar. RAND’s task was to examine critically the
entire system of Qatari schooling, both government run and private, at

the pre-college level. The initial RAND project had four goals:

Understand and describe the current system.

Identify problems with the system.

Recommend alternative reform options to improve the system.
Devise a plan to implement the chosen reform option.

el
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RAND?’s analysis pointed to two main pursuits for reform:
improve the education system’s basic elements through standards-
based reform and devise a plan to deal with the system’s overall inad-
equacies. The highly committed Qatari leaders were willing to consider
radical and innovative solutions, and they offered RAND a unique and
exciting opportunity to help design and build a new education system.
After considering various reform options, the Qatari leaders decided
on a charter school model, known as the Independent School Model,
which aims to improve education in Qatar by generating a variety of
schooling alternatives with differing missions, curricula, pedagogical
practices, and resource allocation models.

This Executive Summary describes the process of developing the
design for Qatar’s school system reform and focuses on the initial years
of implementation.

Examining the Existing System

At the time of the RAND study, the Qatari K-12 education system
served about 100,000 students, two-thirds of whom attended schools
that were government financed and operated. The highly centralized
Ministry of Education oversaw all aspects of public education and
many aspects of private education. There were several strengths in
the existing system. Many teachers were enthusiastic and wanted to
deliver a high-quality education; some of them exhibited a real desire
for change and greater autonomy. Additionally, parents appeared open
to the idea of new schooling options. But the weaknesses in the exist-
ing system were extensive.

Lack of Vision or Goals for Education

When the Ministry of Education was founded, in the 1950s, the empha-
sis was on building a school system that would provide free education
to a largely illiterate population. Thus, the design for the system was
highly centralized, following the Egyptian model, and it was largely
successful in providing essential basic education to the population
and improving literacy rates. However, over the years, the Ministry
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expanded the system without questioning its structure or developing
guiding principles for its operation. Departments, procedures, rules,
and processes were added in piecemeal fashion without considering
the system as a whole. The Ministry also lacked purposeful organiz-
ing principles, and the Ministry’s hierarchical structure did not foster
improvement.

Unchallenging and Outdated Curriculum

The Ministry mandated the school curriculum and provided all text-
books. It also provided a curriculum guide to which teachers had
to adhere and in which they had to record, on a daily basis, minute
details of each lesson taught. The curriculum in the government (and
many private) schools was outmoded and emphasized rote memoriza-
tion, leaving many students bored and providing little opportunity for
student-teacher or student-student interaction. The Ministry incremen-
tally updated the curriculum on a rigid schedule, reviewing and revis-
ing each subject at one grade level each year. Thus, for example, a grade
5 science text would be revised only about every 12 years. Teachers who
chose to provide different examples or exercises had to spend their own
money on any additional materials and still had to teach the lesson
plan for that particular day. Creativity was implicitly discouraged.

Lack of Performance Indicators

Although teachers were held accountable for executing the centralized
curriculum, no one was held accountable for student performance, and
no attempt was made to link student performance with school per-
formance. The scant performance information that was provided to
teachers and administrators meant little to them because they had no
authority to make changes in the schools.

Lack of Investment

Finally, although Qatar has a high per capita income, the national
investment in education was small. Many school buildings were in
poor condition, and classrooms were overcrowded, with 40 to 50 stu-
dents crammed side by side into spaces designed for fewer than half
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this many. Schools lacked modern equipment, such as computers and
other instructional technologies, as well as basic supplies.

Teachers received low pay and little professional development.
Most male teachers were expatriates, and while their average salaries
were higher than those of teachers in Saudi Arabia, they were 20 per-
cent lower than those of teachers in other Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCCQC) countries. Teachers could be moved from school to school with
little advance notice and no consultation, and did not appear to receive
the training they needed.

Designing the New System

Most of the system’s weaknesses were already well known in the coun-
try; and previous modernization attempts, which had been successful
in introducing specific innovations, had lacked the strong vision and
clear implementation strategy necessary to improve the whole system.

Together, the extensive concerns about the system as a whole
and the past failures to introduce sustainable improvement argued
for system-changing solutions, plus a well-articulated implementation
plan. The system-changing solutions were appropriate because they
would entail creating new institutions to expand the range of educa-
tion services provided. Moreover, a key assumption underlying system-
changing designs is that the new institutions will produce the desired
results and, at the same time, motivate existing institutions to improve
their performance.

A Standards-Based System

RAND recommended that no matter what else was to occur, the basic
education elements of a standards-based system had to be put in place.
The most fundamental need was clear curriculum standards oriented
toward the desired outcomes of schooling. The new system’s curric-
ulum, assessments, and professional development would all have to
be aligned with these clear standards, which would cover both con-
tent (what students should be taught in each grade) and performance
(what students should know by the end of each grade). However, the
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standards would not dictate or even propose the curriculum itself, nor
prescribe how information and skills were to be conveyed. To pro-
mote continuous improvement within the standards-based system, the
reform design called for education data to be collected, analyzed, and
disseminated to the public.

New Governance Structure
These basic elements of a standards-based system—standards, curric-
ulum, assessments, professional development, and data use—can be
managed using different governance systems, ranging from central-
ized to decentralized and from limited choice and variety to signifi-
cant choice and variety. RAND presented three governance options to
the Quatari leadership for discussion: a Modified Centralized Model,
which upgraded the existing, centrally controlled system by allow-
ing for some school-level flexibility with or without parental choice of
schools; a Charter School Model, which encouraged variety through
a set of schools independent of the Ministry and which allowed par-
ents to choose whether to send their children to these schools; and
a Voucher Model, which offered parents school vouchers that could
be used to send their children to private schools and which sought to
expand high-quality private schooling in Qatar. The Qatari leadership
decided to proceed with the second option, which was then refined and
given a new name—the Independent School Model.

The Independent School Model was to focus on well-aligned
standards, curriculum, assessments, and professional development, and
would promote four principles:

1. Autonomy. Independent schools operate autonomously, subject
to the conditions specified in a time-limited contract.

2. Accountability. Independent schools are held accountable to the
government through regular audits and reporting mechanisms,
as well as student assessments, parental feedback, and other
measures.

3. Variety. Interested parties may apply to operate schools, and
diverse schooling options are to be offered, since each Inde-
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pendent school is free to specify its educational philosophy and
operational plan.

4. Choice. Parents are allowed to select the school that best fits
their child’s needs.

The adoption of these principles was notable because such principles
rarely characterize government education systems in the region. Taken
together, these principles constitute a fundamentally different approach
to the provision of education.

Implementation Plan

RAND developed a detailed plan for implementing the chosen reform
model. This plan specified four new government institutions, three
permanent and one temporary, that would aid in changing the power
and authority within the system:

o Supreme Education Council (SEC). A permanent institution
responsible for setting national education policy.

* Education Institute. A permanent institution responsible for over-
seeing the new, Independent schools and allocating resources
to them; developing national curriculum standards in Arabic,
mathematics, science, and English; and developing teacher train-
ing programs to ensure a supply of qualified teachers for the new
schools.

* Evaluation Institute. A permanent institution responsible for
monitoring student and school performance in both Ministry
and Independent schools; designing and administering national
tests in the four subjects specified above; developing and conduct-
ing surveys of students, teachers, parents, and principals; produc-
ing annual “school report cards” performing special studies on
the schools and the reform’s progress; and operating the national
education data system.

* Implementation Team. A temporary institution responsible for
helping to establish the other institutions and for performing
oversight, coordination, and advisory functions during the transi-
tion to the new system.
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The new system was designed to run in parallel with the existing
Ministry system (see Figure 1). Ministry staff and Ministry-operated
schools would be unaffected for the most part during the early years
of the reform. In consequence, parents could exercise real choice as to
whether to send their children to the new schools or keep them in the
Ministry or private schools. To promote flexibility, the two new Insti-
tutes were intended to be less reliant than the Ministry on rules and
hierarchy and to employ a relatively small number of staff. Employees
of the new Institutes would be expected to support collaboration, team-
work, individual creativity, initiative, and personal accountability.

The timeline for implementing the reform involved three distinct
but overlapping phases (see Figure 2). In Phase I, which was to begin
in Fall 2002, the Implementation Team would establish the Educa-
tion and Evaluation Institutes and hire key personnel. The Institutes
and their Offices would begin to build the organizational and policy
infrastructure needed to support the opening of the first Independent
schools, and the legal authority of the SEC and the Institutes would

Figure 1
Organization of Qatar Education System
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Education Evaluation !
Education

Institute Institute

Independent) (Independent
School School
Independent
School

Private
Arabic
School

Private
Arabic
School

RAND MG548/1-1



8 Education for a New Era

Figure 2
Timeline of School Reform Phases

Design Implementation
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be established. Additionally, key products for supporting the reform
would be developed: curriculum standards, standardized national
tests, and a national education data system.

Phase IT was to begin in early 2004 with the first national admin-
istration of student tests and school education surveys. The first gen-
eration of Independent schools would open in September 2004, after
which each subsequent September would see another generation of
Independent schools open. This phase could take from three to seven
years.

Phase III was to entail integration of the elements of the new
system. At this point, the Qatari leadership would have to determine
whether the entire education system would retain its parallel struc-
ture. This decision would depend on the course of the reform and the
Ministry’s response to it.

Implementing the New System

In 2002, the Qataris began implementing the reform. The accomplish-
ments can be briefly described in terms of four areas.
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Building the Organizational Structure

An essential first step in implementing the reform was to establish an
institutional framework for the education system (see Figure 1, above).
But even before an organizational structure could be established, a
legal structure had to be put in place to formally define and empower
the agencies charged with formulating education policies and initiating
and monitoring the reform.

In Qatari law, the instrument for enacting legislation is the Emiri
Decree. In November 2002, “Law Decree No. (37) of the Year 2002,
Establishing the Supreme Education Council and Delineating its Juris-
dictions,” was enacted, paving the way for the reform’s activities to
proceed. Per this decree, the SEC would oversee the Education Insti-
tute and the Evaluation Institute, thereby overseeing the entire reform
effort. It would also oversee all other education enterprises in Qatar,
including the Ministry of Education. In March 2003, the reform was
publicly launched as Education for a New Era; the SEC met for the first
time on March 3, 2003.

The Implementation Team served an important early coordina-
tion function. But the reform’s rapid pace and large size soon rendered
the task of handling the numerous aspects of coordination difhicult
and overly time-consuming. In April 2003, when the Implementation
Team had existed for six months, its meeting process had become so
cumbersome that the SEC agreed to dissolve the team. Thereafter, the
Institute directors were expected to work with contractors and bring
major issues to the SEC.

A broad range of activities went into establishing and develop-
ing the Education and Evaluation Institutes. Qualified and credible
people had to be identified and recruited for key leadership roles; staff
had to be hired for the Institutes; facilities had to be found. Also, once
the Institute staff were in place, they, working with RAND, had to
complete key tasks and establish processes for other tasks, such as the
hiring of outside contractors.
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Developing Curriculum Standards and Supporting Their
Implementation

Challenging curriculum standards were an essential element of the
reform’s design. They not only had to provide the basis for the standards-
based education system, they also had to define the expectations for
student learning and performance.

The design recommended that content and performance stan-
dards be developed in four subjects: Arabic, English, mathematics, and
science. As the national language, Arabic was an obvious choice, and
English was deemed important for use in the labor market and to pre-
pare students for postsecondary education abroad. Mathematics and
science were seen as important because of the modern world’s emphasis
on science and technology, as well as Qatar’s specific need for engineers
in the oil and gas industries.

In May 2003, the Education Institute staff and RAND selected
CfBT (at the time, the Centre for British Teachers; now, CfBT Edu-
cation Trust) to develop the curriculum standards. After the CfBT
teams completed drafts, independent experts reviewed the drafts and
provided input into the final standards.

Qatar now possesses curriculum standards in Arabic, English,
mathematics, and science for all 12 grades. These standards are com-
parable to the highest in the world, and the mathematics and science
standards are published in Arabic and English to make them accessible
to all educators. Of particular note are the new standards for the study
of Arabic, which stress practical language skills using a range of texts
from a wide variety of sources.

These curriculum standards do not dictate what curriculum an
Independent school must adopt to meet the established, high national
standards. This ability of each Independent school to choose its own
curriculum is one way in which the standards promote two of the key
principles of the reform—autonomy and variety. The curriculum stan-
dards also promote a third key principle—accountability—in that
many of the learning objectives established by the standards for the
different subjects are measured by assessments integral to the account-
ability system.
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Developing the Assessment System

The Evaluation Institute was charged with developing a wide-ranging
assessment system in Qatar that would allow parents to gauge the
performance of different schools while also allowing policymakers to
monitor school quality. This assessment system, which became known
as the Qatar Student Assessment System (QSAS), was designed to serve
three broad purposes:

1. Provide information to the public about school performance in
order to motivate school improvements and promote informed
parental school choice.

2. Provide feedback to teachers to help them tailor instruction to
support the needs of their students.

3. Provide policymakers with a national picture of how well stu-
dents perform relative to the curriculum standards.

The assessment has two main components, standardized testing and
surveys.

Standardized Testing. The reform called for a standardized end-
of-year examination to be administered annually to students in grades
1-12. The process of developing national tests for the different grade
levels was an enormous task, and one that had never been undertaken
in Qatar.

Development of the examination, known as the Qatar Compre-
hensive Educational Assessment (QCEA), began in 2003 with the
recruitment of test developers. The Educational Testing Service was
selected to develop the Arabic and English tests, and CTB was selected
to develop the mathematics and science tests.

A number of design issues for the test had been decided early on.
With support from a RAND analysis, the Evaluation Institute deter-
mined that all students in grades 1-12 would be included in the assess-
ment. [t was also decided that assessments would be administered solely
in Arabic in the early years of the reform, but that beginning with the
2006 QCEA, the mathematics and science assessments would be made
available to schools in either English or Arabic, depending on their lan-
guage of instruction. Because the curriculum standards would not be
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available by the time the first tests were administered, a two-stage plan
was adopted for developing the assessments: initial instruments and
fully aligned instruments.

The QCEA was first fielded in Spring 2004 to document achieve-
ment levels before the reform’s Independent schools began to open.
This was the first time that students in all grades in Qatar’s publicly
funded schools were tested in a systematic, standardized way. Some
private schools were also included in the testing. About 85,000 stu-
dents in the Ministry schools and private Arabic schools participated.

The tests were then upgraded and repeated in 2005 and 2006 as
part of the ongoing accountability system. The 2005 QCEA upgraded
the test instruments in two key ways: tests were aligned with the newly
completed curriculum standards, and tests introduced several new item
formats and procedures, such as more “constructed-response” items
(which require short written responses) and a performance task requir-
ing students to listen and extract information.

Surveys. While the tests were being developed, surveys and
school observation instruments were developed to complement the
assessments. The Evaluation Institute contracted the National Opinion
Research Center at the University of Chicago to develop the surveys in
cooperation with Institute and RAND staff.

In Spring 2004, the Institute administered these surveys to many
stakeholders in the K-12 education system—school administrators,
principals, teachers, social workers, and students and their parents.
These surveys represent the first systematic attempt to document key
aspects of the education system in Qatar, including teaching practices,
aspirations for student achievement, and opinions about schooling.
Responses were received from 232 schools, more than 8,600 teach-
ers, more than 68,000 students in grades 3—12, and nearly 40,000
parents.

In March 2005—Iess than three years after the official launch of
the reform—the SEC and the Evaluation Institute publicly reported
the first results from the surveys and assessments. The surveys were
upgraded and repeated in 2005 and 2006. Similarly large numbers
of stakeholders responded to the subsequent survey administrations,
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thereby generating the beginning of a valuable time series of data on
important aspects of the Qatari education system.

Establishing the Independent Schools

In Fall 2003, the Education Institute set about developing guidelines
and policies for the Independent schools, selecting schools and opera-
tors, and supervising renovations to prepare for the opening of the first
generation of Independent schools in Fall 2004. As with other aspects
of the reform’s implementation, the timeline was exceedingly short.
The first generation of Independent schools would open eight and one-
half months after a group of operators was identified.

Many tasks needed to be accomplished to establish the Indepen-
dent schools. These ranged from the task of developing policies and
funding mechanisms for the new schools to that of establishing the
most basic physical operations, such as preparing school facilities for
opening day.

Guidelines. The Independent school guidelines had a dual pur-
pose: constitute the policies and procedures for operating an Indepen-
dent school, and provide a structure for the application to open a school
and for school operators’ required end-of-year reports. To maximize
the potential for variety and innovation in the new schools, the guide-
lines were designed to give applicants a great deal of latitude in devis-
ing their school education plans. The contract application required that
several components of an overall operation and education plan for the
school be specified, including the governance structure, a detailed aca-
demic and financial accountability plan, a self-evaluation plan, and a
financial reporting system. The education plan had to include a mis-
sion statement, admission standards and selection criteria, policies for
grade retention and graduation, and an explanation of student support
services.

Funding mechanisms. At the same time, the Education Institute
and RAND worked together to develop a finance handbook to inform
school-operator candidates of procurement and accounting procedures
and to help them develop their school budgets. The handbook specified
funding mechanisms for the schools, including per-pupil operating rate
(PPOR), start-up funding, and possible special grants. Each Indepen-
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dent school would receive government funds based on the number of
eligible students multiplied by the PPOR, which increased in accor-
dance with the general education level (elementary to preparatory to
secondary). This amount could be increased by special grants, which
were awarded to address school needs ranging from special laboratory
equipment to transportation.

Recruitment of organizations to support the schools. The Edu-
cation Institute, with RAND’s support, searched worldwide for organi-
zations with experience in charter schools and education management
that could send school support teams to live in Doha and work with
staff in Independent schools. After an international search, the Edu-
cation Institute contracted with four school support organizations:
Multiserve (New Zealand), Mosaica (United States), CfBT (Britain),
and Gesellschaft fuer Technische Zusammenarbeit (Germany). Each
support organization had to commit significant staff on-site in Doha
to assist the school operators with every aspect of their planning and
implementation through the end of the first year of operation.

Selection of schools and school operators. The Education
Institute, working with RAND, developed a set of criteria for select-
ing a pool of Generation I candidate schools from among the Ministry
schools. Potential school operators responded enthusiastically to the
call to open schools. The Education Institute selected operators for the
first generation of schools—the 12 Independent schools that opened
in Fall 2004—from a pool of 160 initial applicants; all 12 opened
under three-year renewable contracts. The Charter Schools Develop-
ment Center, a U.S.-based organization, was hired to conduct training
workshops to help candidates understand the requirements set out in
the application guidelines.

Preparation of school facilities. Over the summer of 2004, the
Education Institute renovated the school facilities to prepare them for
opening day. The facility modifications focused on upgrades to older
buildings plus the addition of computer laboratories, libraries, and sun
protection over open spaces.

Response of parents to the schools. These schools were very pop-
ular with parents, and most of them had waiting lists of students who
wanted to attend. This strong demand for places in the new schools
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caused most of the operators to ask the Education Institute for permis-
sion (which they received) to increase their student capacity. In 2005,
21 additional Independent schools opened; in 2006, 13 more.

Challenges

As is usual in a reform this ambitious and rapid, there were chal-
lenges. Many of them were anticipated, but others emerged during the
process.

Maintaining a system-wide perspective. One ongoing, key
challenge was that of maintaining everyone’s focus on the interrelated
changes to the whole system, especially as the number of staff and con-
tractors expanded. The reform’s design recognized this challenge, call-
ing for the SEC and Implementation Team to be responsible for these
larger considerations. The SEC (at an overall level) and the Implemen-
tation Team (at a working level) coordinated tasks, monitored progress,
and identified the need for mid-course corrections. When the Imple-
mentation Team was dissolved because it had proved too burdensome
for its members, an important and useful mechanism for keeping the
many reform programs aligned with the original vision was lost.

Building human resource capacity. The literature on imple-
mentation points to lack of capacity as a major barrier to success. The
capacity issue is perhaps more extreme than usual in Qatar, because
most education professionals have experience only in the Ministry
system, which operates under principles very different from those of
the reform. Some educators were encouraged to leave the Ministry,
become oriented to the reform’s principles, and receive continuous sup-
port aimed at promoting new ways of working. In addition, special-
ized expertise not available in Qatar was needed to implement some of
the reform’s components, including the large-scale standardized testing
program and the curriculum standards.

The design of the reform and the implementation strategy
attempted to respond to these limitations in two ways: by specifying
that the SEC and Institutes should have few levels of hierarchy and
by stressing the importance of recruiting strong leaders to operate the



16 Education for a New Era

reform. The strategy also emphasized the importance of providing
teachers and school personnel with the professional development they
would need to work according to the reform’s principles.

While each of these strategies was successful during implementa-
tion, two aspects of the strategies were affected by Qatar’s small popu-
lation: Staff and contractors had to be recruited from around the world
to fill specialized positions, and attracting enough experienced expatri-
ates for all of the positions proved challenging.

Engaging stakeholders through communication. The reform’s
ambitiousness and scope made the task of communicating its vision to
the many constituencies interested in the education system a challeng-
ing one. Early in the implementation, the SEC established a Commu-
nications Office and engaged a U.S.-based communications strategy
contractor, Lipman Hearne, to develop a strategy and plan for commu-
nications. The Communications Office implemented many activities,
including a bilingual website, a series of letters to parents, and publica-
tions, such as an annual report on the reform’s accomplishments and
press releases on key developments and public and media events.

But these activities were sometimes hampered by too few spokes-
persons for the reform, especially in the beginning. The reform’s leaders
were initially absorbed in many programmatic tasks, which hindered
them from finding time for public communication. In addition, the
SEC members served part time and had significant primary responsi-
bilities in other sectors of Qatari society. Over time, the reform’s lead-
ers put more emphasis on public communication, appearing in public,
attending events, and speaking in the media. The Communications
Office also added new products to provide information about the
reform’s progress and to offer evidence that the reform was needed to
improve student learning.

Encouraging operators to open schools. The initial advertise-
ment for school operators resulted in 180 applicants, 60 of which were
invited to orientation sessions. This response suggested that interest in
the idea of operating Independent schools was significant. The chal-
lenge lay not in recruiting sufficient numbers of school operators, but
in ensuring that those selected had the skills, persistence, and plans to
succeed.
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The Education Institute faced a constant challenge in trying to
encourage and support operators, most of which had no prior experi-
ence operating a school. To reduce the barriers to starting a school, the
Institute took responsibility for locating and renovating school build-
ings to modern standards for learning. It also provided some start-up
funds to defray operators’ expenses prior to their schools’ openings.
Each operator was matched with a school support organization, at no
cost to the operator, to provide ongoing hands-on support and profes-
sional development. As a result of these provisions, operators did not
have to invest capital to start a school.

To make staffing easier, the Institute negotiated arrangements
with the Ministry to allow its teachers to join the new schools without
immediately giving up their civil service protections. These arrange-
ments lessened teachers’ uncertainty about joining the new system.

Managing a very tight timeframe. The reform was implemented
onavery fast timetable and established a number of new institutions and
programs in its first few years. To meet the schedule, the programs and
institutions had to be developed quickly and simultaneously, making
project management a challenge and constraining everyone’s flexibil-
ity for meeting other challenges. People hired to accomplish pressing
tasks had little time to internalize the reform’s vision and principles.
Key spokespeople for the reform were sometimes unavailable for public
communication because they were needed urgently for programmatic
tasks or commitments outside the reform.

Conflicting leadership roles. Another challenge had to do with
the roles and responsibilities of the many partners who came together
to build the reform. The reform blueprint assumed that Institute lead-
ership would rely heavily on outside experts at RAND and other con-
tractors to make key decisions in the early stages of the reform. The
Implementation Team would serve as a forum for resolving differences
and overseeing decisions. Then, as capacity among the Institutes grew
and developed, and as the principles of the reform became established
in policy and everyday thinking, responsibility for decisionmaking
would shift, over time, to the Institutes. But because this transition was
not established in advance, there was confusion over the partners’ roles
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and responsibilities. RAND’s dual role of assisting in the implementa-
tion itself while monitoring its quality added to the complexity.

Collaborating across culture, distance, and time. Another
challenge had to do with the complexities of implementing a reform
of this scope. Foreign experts brought needed experience but some-
times had difficulty collaborating across culture, distance, and time
to implement the reform’s many programs. Tasks often called for col-
laboration and thus for meetings coordinated across many time zones.
Difficulties in arranging travel also limited the flexibility of working
relationships.

Recommendations

As members of the team that supported these efforts over four years,
RAND researchers developed insight into what did and did not work
and why. Based on their experiences in Qatar, as well as a more general
knowledge of reform efforts elsewhere, the RAND team offers four
recommendations for strengthening the reform as it moves forward:

* Build more local capacity to manage the reform. Increased expertise
is needed in Qatar’s teaching workforce and among the Institute
staff. Non-Qatari specialists are likely to be required in the future,
but it is important that they find the means to transfer knowledge
to Qataris to build local human resources.

* Continue to promote the principles of the reform. The four principles
of the reform—autonomy, accountability, variety, and choice—
are new to education systems in this region. As a result, the SEC,
Institutes, and schools should continue to promote and develop
these principles in their organizational structures, personnel
policies, and activities. It is particularly important to reinforce
the principles of decentralized autonomy and accountability for
results.

o Expand the supply of high-quality schools. The success of the
reform’s system-changing design rests partly on the establishment
of high-quality Independent schools. Qatar should seek to attract
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the best school operators without regard to nationality. In addi-
tion, the reform should support school operators as they develop
and expand their visions of quality education.

o [Integrate education policy with broader social policies. The educa-
tion reform resides within a broader social, political, and eco-
nomic system, which includes social welfare policies and a civil
service system that guarantees employment for most Qataris.
These broader policies must be aligned with the leadership’s mod-
ernization objectives if the country is to achieve its vision.

Implications Beyond Qatar

For Qatar, this project offers the promise of greatly improved educa-
tion for its children. As a result of the K-12 reform, many of Qatar’s
children are in learner-centered classrooms within improved facilities
where better-trained teachers guide them in accordance with interna-
tionally benchmarked standards. As the reform progresses, these ben-
efits should extend to more children.

In addition, because the reform has provided a rich data system
and a variety of schooling options, Qatar now has the ability to exam-
ine education processes empirically, measure outcomes objectively, and
implement improvements as needed. Beyond Qatar, international edu-
cators and researchers can use the data system to learn how effective
the different approaches chosen by Qatari schools are and to apply this
knowledge to other situations and other societies.

The reform’s design and its implementation offer an example of an
approach for developing a standards- and choice-based system, along-
side a more traditional system, that holds the promise of improving
education quality. Other countries can learn much from this example
of institutional change and its implementation. Specific elements of
Qatar’s implementation, such as the tests and surveys developed and
used, are likely to have broader relevance as other Arab countries mod-
ernize their education systems. Other Arabic-speaking countries could
benefit from Qatar’s experience either by adapting the instruments or
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by undertaking a similar process to develop instruments for their own
education systems.

Some of the principles of this new reform are already spreading
in the region. The emirate of Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates
recently adopted a strategy of public financing for private providers of
education that is similar to that of Qatar. And the Secretary General
of the GCC countries praised Qatar’s initiative, especially its curricu-
lum standards. Since these standards are the foundation for teaching,
learning, and accountability, the Secretary General’s praise, which was
motivated by concern throughout the region about preparing students
for later life, represents a major endorsement of the approach taken in
Qatar.

The leadership of Qatar has embarked on a bold course to improve
its education system. Qatar’s example should serve to point the way
for other countries to examine their own education systems, begin
an improvement process, and incorporate some or all of this reform’s
principles into their plans for reform. The Qatar education reform and
the strong interest it has elicited hold the promise that students in the
region will be better prepared to think critically and to participate
actively in their workforces and societies.
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